to save its rainforests from destruction. This idea was triggered by a very specific moral dilemma. The country's largest oil find is located underneath the Yasuni National Park, home to a unique biodiversity and several Native American tribes living as huntergatherers in isolation. Oil companies are lobbying the government in Quito for licences to start drilling, which would of course mean devastation of large areas of the National Park.
Ecuador estimates that the oil reserves are worth some $6 billion, a windfall it cannot afford to miss out on. Therefore, the government is seeking to get the money from wealthy nations in exchange for a pledge to leave the oil in the ground. Recently, a German newspaper reported that Germany and other European countries may be willing to commit to pay a share of this sum into an international fund. Government sources have, however, insisted, that there is no firm deal yet. In January, the negotiations between Ecuador, the UN, and the potential donors stalled, as the Ecuadorian president Rafael Correa demanded more control for his government over the fund and threatened to let oil exploration go ahead.
Ecuador estimates that the oil reserves are worth some $6 billion... Therefore, the government is seeking to get the money from wealthy nations in exchange for a pledge to leave the oil in the ground.
Guyana is another South American country that has woken up to the possibilities of financial rewards for forest preservation. In 2008, Londonbased private equity firm Canopy Capital made an agreement with the state of Guyana to help preserve 371,000 hectares of rainforest in the Iwokrama reserve. In exchange for funding research and conservation programmes, the company obtained the right to develop value for 'environmental services' the rainforest provides, including climate regulation and carbon sequestration. In his recent lecture, Pavan Sukhdev commented that the deal may have looked crazy at the time, but is now increasingly regarded as a clever investment.
Recently, Norway has pledged to pay a minimum of $30 million for Guyana's rainforests under the international REDD+ plan. REDD is a UN-supported scheme aiming to Reduce Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation, widely regarded as the most successful of the issues discussed at the Copenhagen summit, and the 'plus' version of the scheme also incorporates sustainable forest management and reforestation. Further payouts from Norway, depending on Guyana's success at maintaining its rainforests, could add up to a total of $250 million by 2015.
Fixing the economics can fix the problems of a loss of wild nature. For this to happen, though, corporations and political leaders must learn to appreciate the real value of nature.
While Guyana has only suffered very moderate rates of deforestation so far, the country's gold mining industry is seen as a threat to natural resources, as it tends to both clear vegetation and top soil, and to pollute the surroundings of mines with toxic substances including mercury and cyanide. As part of the deal with Norway, the government of Guyana has agreed to introduce tighter supervision of the gold mining industry, which consists mainly of small-and medium-sized businesses.
Among the rich nations, Norway has recently emerged as a leader in such conservation deals, with other commitments made in Brazil, Tanzania, and in the Congo area.
Reflecting on various success stories and disasters from the conflict zone between economic interests and the biosphere, Sukhdev answered the question that headlined his lecture: "Can economics save wild nature?" with a cautious positive. "Fixing the economics can fix the problems of a loss of wild nature," he concludes. For this to happen, though, corporations and political leaders must learn to appreciate the real value of nature.
Michael Gross is a science writer based at Oxford. He can be contacted via his web page at www.michaelgross.co.uk
The British government got into a bit of bother late last year over its relationship with scientific advisers after the home secretary, Alan Johnson, sacked David Nutt of Imperial College for criticising the classification of cannabis and ecstasy and for his views on the harmfulness of other drugs, such as alcohol. Many researchers were angered by the move and believe that advisers should be free to dissent from government policy, and ministers should give reasons when they reject advice. Draft guidelines were issued in December by Lord Drayson, the science minister, to reassure scientists who were concerned, but these have led to even greater concerns.
Several provisions have caused 'widespread alarm' in the scientific community, the researchers said, in a letter to Lord Drayson and John Beddington, the chief scientific adviser. They say that these risk unsettling further good relationships between independent advisers and the government.
A demand that advisers should not act to undermine mutual trust is vague and impossible to assess objectively and could thus be used to justify further dismissals of scientists who take unhelpful positions, they say. They also object to the notion that advisers and ministers should work together to reach a shared position. The letter says this runs counter to the requirement that scientific assessment of evidence should be clearly separated from political pressure, which was a central recommendation of the Phillips Report on the BSE crisis.
The letter, which was submitted to a consultation on the draft new guidelines, has been signed by leading scientists including Colin Blakemore, the former chief executive of the Medical Research Council.
Lord Rees, president of the Royal Society, said that he had not signed the letter as he was mentioned in it, but agreed with its contents. "The idea of developing a shared position might blur the boundary between objective scientific advice and policy. It seems to go against what should be The British government is in danger of falling out with senior science advisers. Nigel Williams reports.
Leaning on advice
the principle of having such advice, which is to separate it from policy."
Politicians on the science committees of both houses of parliament back the belief that the independence of scientific advisers should be built in to ministerial codes of practice. The House of Lords science and technology committee said that ministers must recognise "independent scientific advisory committees, and also the individual members of such committees, and ensure that explicit conventions are agreed on their right to express themselves publicly".
Evan Harris, the Liberal Democrat spokesperson on science, said when the draft guidelines were published: "The proposal that neither the government nor the adviser 'should act to undermine mutual trust' presupposes that all potential advisers respect and trust politicians." To restrict advisers to the subset who trust and respect the home secretary of the day is "tantamount to casting the fishing net into a friendly puddle and ignoring the heaving seas". Tracy Brown, of the charity Sense About Science, said that the letter clearly reflected a wider concern in the scientific community. "We have received over 200 items of correspondence expressing frustration that, instead of affirming its commitment to the basic principle of independence, the government has cut out academic freedom and made suggestions that add greater uncertainty to the relationship," she said.
"Despite this, we believe the government still has an opportunity to restore the confidence of the scientific community by agreeing a strong set of principles for scientific advice and incorporating relevant aspects of it into the ministerial code." Lord Drayson said: "The points of contention are fairly unanimous and I'm keen to address them, but we need to look closely at all responses."
Five years ago the tropical plant jatropha was hailed by investors and scientists as a breakthrough in the effort to find a viable biofuel that would not further impoverish developing countries by diverting resources away from food production.
The seeds of the plant produce high levels of non-edible oil that can be blended with diesel and help governments meet their commitments to cut carbon emissions and counter climate change.
Jatropha is considered to be resistant to drought and pests and able to grow on land that was unsuitable for food production. But researchers have found that it has failed to live up to initial hopes in some countries.
Millions of the plants have been grown across many countries but growers have been hit by poor yields, conflict of land use and lack of infrastructure to process the oil-rich seeds.
"Jatropha is being talked of as a crop that will grow on marginal and uncultivated land, and which will not compete with mainstream cultivation," says Sharachchandra Lele, a scientist at Atree, an Indian environmental group promoting sustainable development.
"But this is not what is happening in practice. Some state governments are promoting its cultivation on regular agricultural land, where it will displace existing crops, including food crops," says Lele.
The Indian government has promoted the crop and stipulated that, by 2017, all petrol and diesel fuel must contain 20 per cent biofuel, in an effort to reduce the country's carbon emissions.
Two Indian research institutes were claimed to have initially reported a yield of 7.5 tonnes per hectare of jatropha seeds under irrigated conditions. And a 2007 report by the state-run National Oilseeds and Vegetable Oils Development Board predicted yields of three to five tonnes per hectare.
But research by Atree suggests that yields under normal conditions were less than one tonne per hectare and suggested it was doubtful yields could ever reach those earlier claimed.
But these claims have not dashed the hopes for the crop in the longer term. "It all depends on how you manage the crop," says Subhas Patnaik, chief operating officer of Mission Biofuels, which started cultivating jatropha in 2007 and currently manages around 130,000 hectares in five states.
"The whole challenge is how to get better yields from this crop and once you are able to prove that to the farmer The prospect of obtaining renewable energy from some sources is causing concern. Nigel Williams reports.
New biofuel questions
Dwindling: The hope that the tropical jatropha plant may provide a vast source of environmentally friendly biofuel is being questioned. (Photo: Joerg Boethling/Alamy.)
